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ABSTRACT
Concerning the role of citizens in participative democracy the urgent 
question is whether the ward committee structure could, as intended, 
help to develop a bridge between local government and communities? 
In order to address this prickly question it would fi rst of all be necessary 
to gain some insight into the nature and problems of the role of ward 
committees in the development of participative governance. Ward 
committees function as a representative structure of the communities and 
form a bridge by coordinating and facilitating effective communication 
between the municipal council and the citizens they represent.
The article aims to determine the most important factors that impact on the 
role and functions of ward committees in terms of the effectiveness of ward 
committees as participatory mechanisms in local governance. It provides 
the legal and policy framework for participation on local government 
level as well as a discussion of the functioning of ward committees in a 
democratic government system. The article focuses on the functioning 
of ward committees within an environment enabling the participation of 
citizens and socio-economic development. The authors propose that 
participatory action research can be used as a tool by ward committees to 
develop participative democracy on local government level.
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INTRODUCTION
The importance of involving people in their own development is driven by the 
Millennium Development Goals set for community development. This shift in 
focus from centralisation to decentralisation followed the realisation that attempts 
aimed at the socio-economic development of poor communities in a top-down 
fashion were largely unsuccessful because large parts of the population could 
not be reached (Silima 2012). The reasoning behind a bottom-up model is that 
the participation of citizens in the democratic process, in addition to voting, 
could empower democratic civic participation and strengthen local decision 
making, lead to government becoming more responsive to the needs of the 
people, improve effective management of local resources and could enhance 
the accountability of local government (Silima 2013).
Hanberger (2006:24) explains that “accountability and effectiveness have 
become the key words” in public governance. Hence, citizen participation is seen 
as an important quality of a democratic government. International experience has 
shown that one way of achieving citizen participation in government structures 
is through policy and legislation regulating the establishment of “structured and 
institutionalised frameworks for participatory local governance” (dplg and GTZ 
2005 A:10). Ward committees have defi ned roles and responsibilities sanctioned 
by legislation and policy. They “are the key institutional mechanisms intended 
to assist local government in bringing about people-centred, participatory and 
democratic local governance” (Silima 2013:49).
The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996 set the vision for 
functional, responsive, effi cient, effective municipalities (GOGTA 2009A:75). 
Within this framework, set out in more detail by the White Paper on Local 
Government of 1998, a developmental local government system was established. 
This local government system is committed to involving all citizens from urban 
as well as rural local communities, including traditional leaders, in local socio-
economic development programmes that could enhance their quality of life.
Despite the provision of this extensive legislative and policy framework, as 
well as the commitment made to legalised participative structures such as ward 
committees and community development workers, the South African experience 
of participatory democracy has not really produced the anticipated outcomes 
of improved service delivery, accurate identifi cation of community needs and 
interests, or increased trust between communities and offi cials and politicians. 
In fact the public has over the past decade shown their dissatisfaction with 
service delivery on a local government level through escalating countrywide 
community protests and violence (Esau 2007:15). Therefore, a huge gap exists 
between the intentions of these policies and actual practice (Constitution for 
ward committees. Internet source in Silima 2013).
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“The foundations for a capable state has been laid, but there are major 
concerns about the weaknesses in how these structures function, which 
concerns the state’s ability to pursue key development objectives” (The 
Presidency 2012:364).
According to Silima (2013:25) the “question now asked by experienced 
researchers and academia is why the South African Government”, is despite 
the necessary legal and constitutional reforms not able to reach this dream. 
One of the major reasons for the answer may be locked up in the fact that 
public participation is an integral part of local democratic governance. Yet 
decentralisation of a government system would not automatically bring about 
public participation, especially not in a country where a democratic system was 
born out of a highly segregated Apartheid system.
Prior to 1994 the Public Service was highly centralised and the previous South 
African local government system did not make any provision for a culture where 
communities were actively involved in local governance. Citizens, especially 
those living in rural areas that were “previously excluded from decision making 
in processes of governance now face the challenge to participate in the process 
of social reconstruction and development” (Silima 2013:43). Demands are made 
on them to, as full subjects, exercise their political rights and duties (Ngqele 
2010:22).
Factors identifi ed as having a negative impact on citizen participation are 
the “…lack of capacity to participate, limited social capital, control by the elite, 
marginalisation of the poor, a general lack of trust in government, politicisation 
of the processes of participation and bureaucratic inertia” (Esau 2006:15). 
However, on a much broader level effective functioning of local government 
involves the decentralisation of national government which implies the transfer 
of authority, responsibilities and functions as well as the transfer of fi nancial 
resources to a local government sphere (Hilhorst and Guijt 2006:13).
Buccus, Hemson, Hicks and Piper (2007:5) show that despite all the talk 
about the importance of public participation for a democratic society and even 
the support of councillors, in practice very little was done to promote public 
participation in a real sense. In fact according to them most municipalities in their 
study were currently not even meeting their statutory requirements in this regard.
LEGAL AND POLICY FRAMEWORK FOR CITIZEN 
PARTICIPATION ON LOCAL GOVERNMENT LEVEL
The legislative framework on ward committees consists of fi ve main documents: 
The Constitution of 1996, the White Paper on Local Government of 1998 
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(Republic of South Africa 1998A: Section 1.3), the Local Government: Municipal 
Structures Act 117 of 1998 (Act 117 of 1998) (Republic of South Africa 1998B), the 
Local Government: Municipal Systems Act of 2000 (Act 32 of 2000) (Republic 
of South Africa 2000), the Municipal Planning and Performance Management 
Regulations of 2001, and Community Participation by-laws. All this legislation 
describes the way in which local government should function and provides the 
framework for interaction with communities. These are foundations on which 
the legal framework of local government is conceptualised.
The Constitution of South Africa of 1996 (Republic of South Africa 1996) is 
the supreme law of our country. This document (Republic of South Africa 1996) 
visualises a complete transformation of the local government system where it 
has a specifi c role in building a democratic government and promoting socio-
economic change and development. The White Paper on Local Government 
of 1998 (Republic of South Africa 1998A:18) states that development and 
effective service delivery depends on good governance that embraces a spirit 
of cooperation; shares reliable partnerships and the principles of participation, 
accountability, transparency, effective management and fi scal discipline; 
and being effi cient and responsive to public needs. Such a process is notably 
meant to bring government closer to the people and thus reinforce two of the 
fundamental mechanisms of sustainable democracy, namely participation of the 
people and accountability of local government. It emphasises the important role 
of local government to build communities as the basis for a democratic society.
“Public participation is a principle that is accepted by all spheres of 
government in South Africa. Participation is important to make sure 
that government addresses the real needs of communities in the 
most appropriate way. Participation also helps to build an informed 
and responsible citizenry with a sense of ownership of government 
developments and projects. It allows municipalities to get the buy-in of 
citizens and to develop partnerships with stakeholders” (Accountability and 
Community Participation. Internet source: No date).
To give effect to the participative local government system, a range of policies 
and legislation have been formulated and promulgated. The White Paper on 
Local Government of 1998 (Republic of South Africa 1998A) was the fi rst legal 
document aimed at giving structure to the concept of a developmental local 
government as envisaged in the Constitution (Republic of South Africa 1996). 
It defi nes developmental local government as “… local government committed 
to working with citizens and groups within the community to fi nd sustainable 
ways to meet their social, economic and material needs and improve the quality 
of their lives” (Republic of South Africa 1998A:x). Therefore, local government 
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must ensure that all communities have access to basic services; everyone can 
participate in decision-making and planning; the local economy grows; job 
opportunities increase; and that local resources are utilised wisely to improve 
every citizen’s quality of life. The document therefore emphasises cooperation 
between local government and communities with the aim of developing 
“sustainable ways to meet citizens’ needs and to improve the quality of their 
lives” (Silima 2013:39).
Section 72 (3) of the Local Government: Municipal Structures Act of 1998 
outlines the objective of a ward committee as enhancing participatory democracy 
in local government. In this regard ward committees have an important role to 
play in actively taking part and determining core municipal processes, such as 
Integrated Development Planning (IDP), municipal budgeting and municipal 
performance management processes. The main role of the ward committee is 
to facilitate the participation of citizens in decisions affecting their wards and to 
make recommendations on any matter affecting the ward to the ward councillor, 
or through the ward councillor to the council through the sub-council. The ward 
committee also needs to create an awareness of and sensitivity to community 
needs by identifying and reporting on it (Esau 2007:13–14).
Ward committees should have a non-political and advisory status and 
are established in terms of section 73 of the Local Government: Municipal 
Structures Act of 1998, and they consist of the councillor representing that 
ward in the council, who must also be the chairperson of the committee, and 
not more than 10 other persons. The Local Government: Municipal Structures 
Act of 1998 emphasises that (i) ward committee members be representative of 
the community and have knowledge and understanding of the particular needs 
of the community; and (ii) the committee consist of the widest possible range 
of interest groups in the ward (Esau 2007:13). Ward committees have direct 
communication lines to the ward councillor and the community they serve. 
Such a committee may make recommendations to the ward committee and the 
councillor on any matter affecting the ward.
Furthermore, according to the The Local Government: Municipal Systems 
Act of 2000 (Republic of South Africa 2000) the specifi c function of ward 
committees is not only to act as a mechanism to promote public participation 
but to also build the capacity of residents and help councillors and municipal 
offi cials to engage in participatory processes (dplg 2009). The act emphasises, 
as noted before, that ward committees are set up to enhance the participation of 
residents in a ward in democratic decision-making processes.
As is clear from the above regulatory framework the Government visualises 
a process where communities will be involved in governance matters, 
including planning, implementation and performance monitoring and review. 
Communities would be empowered to identify their needs, set performance 
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indicators and targets and thereby hold municipalities accountable for their 
performance in service delivery.
The setting for a democratic local government should to some extent provide 
guarantees that local municipality will deliver what it promised. However this is 
not always the case since mechanisms such as ward committees are often under-
utilised. Therefore the provision of structures, mechanisms and procedures as 
provided by the The Local Government: Municipal Structures Act of 1998 and 
the The Local Government: Municipal Systems Act of 2000 is no guarantee for 
good governance and an accountable local government.
Local government legislation has consolidated and opened up new spaces for 
citizens to directly participate in their own governance. In short, Government is 
of the opinion that all the right ingredients are there for effective, responsive and 
participatory local government (dplg 2009:4).
Although great strides have been made in the provision of extensive 
public service policies and law, and the structures emphasising the role of 
citizens, practical efforts by government to build a partnership between local 
government and civil society has been in a steady decline (Esau 2007:15). 
Despite the provision of this extensive legislative and policy framework, as 
well as the commitment made to legalised participative structures such as ward 
committees and community development workers, the South African experience 
of participatory democracy has not really produced the anticipated outcomes 
of improved service delivery, accurate identifi cation of community needs and 
interests, or increased trust between communities and offi cials and politicians.
“The foundations for a capable state has been laid, but there are major 
concerns about the weaknesses in how these structures function, which 
concerns the state’s ability to pursue key development objectives” (The 
Presidency 2012:364).
In fact the public has over the past decade shown their dissatisfaction with 
service delivery on a local government level through escalating countrywide 
community protests and violence (Esau 2007:15).
While the escalation of structures for service delivery and a strong 
commitment to the development of a culture of participation on a local 
government level cannot be denied, the question remains whether and how 
well these set conditions are met. Meeting the conditions set by laws, principles 
and policies is as important as an offi cially endorsed legal structure (dplg and 
GTZ 2005 A:12). Most municipalities still have to provide a physical enabling 
environment to the ward committees in their community. This despite the 
provision of extensive guidelines and policy to follow, where provision is made 
for an enabling environment by means of suffi cient funding, capacity building, 
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opportunities for meaningful participation, impact on decision making and 
communication structures between councils and ward committees (dplg and 
GTZ 2005 A:12).
For accountability and community participation structures, systems, 
procedures and mechanisms to be able to enhance public service delivery and 
economic growth on the local level an enabling environment is needed. This 
environment should empower both public offi cials and community members, 
including the illiterate and disabled, to exercise their right to participate in the 
decisions taken by municipalities and to hold public offi cials accountable.
Citizens can only be empowered if local government creates an environment 
shaped by transparency, trust, access to opportunities for development and 
accurate and timeous information (Esau 2006:13). The question is: what 
is, aside from the provision of government’s constitutional and statutory 
regulations, being done to create an enabling environment for meaningful 
citizen participation in all forms and levels of government? In the next section 
we will discuss these enabling factors and the impact that they have on the 
functioning of ward committees in greater depth.
THE FUNCTIONING OF WARD COMMITTEES IN 
A DEMOCRATIC GOVERNMENT SYSTEM
The ward committee system also referred to as development forums or 
residents associations in South Africa, was introduced in 2000 and is currently 
operating in 3895 wards demarcated within the six metropolitan and 231 
local municipalities of South Africa. This represents 99% of municipal wards. 
However the establishment of a ward committee is not mandatory for a 
municipality and thus not all municipalities have to have them (Putu 2006:2).
“Ward Committees are area-based committees whose boundaries coincide 
with ward boundaries” (Republic of South Africa 1998B:53). Ward committees 
were introduced as a system of local government best placed to give practical 
meaning and substance to the basic political commitment of democratic 
governance. Ward committees should therefore function as a representative 
structure of the community and of citizens. They should also form a bridge 
by facilitating proper communication between council and the citizens 
they represent.
As already indicated the rationale for ward committees is to extend the roles 
of the elected ward councillors by creating a link between communities and 
local government. The ward committees, in particular, are expected to facilitate 
local community participation in planning and decisions affecting them and to 
present local community interests to local government structures (Putu 2006:17). 
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“Through working directly with a municipality, ward committees serve as a 
cord which articulates the new system of local government to the majority of 
the people, more especially to previously disadvantaged communities” (Putu 
2006:5).
They primarily have a representative and monitoring function and their 
overall aims are to:
 ● Enhance economic empowerment of communities;
 ● Improve infrastructure and services in the community;
 ● Enhance local democracy and accountability; and
 ● Enhance social cohesion, nation building and integration of communities 
across class, race, culture and religion (Silima 2012:67).
Ward committees therefore, on behalf of the ward that they represent, participate 
in Integrated Development Planning, in decisions affecting communities, in 
municipal performance management, in budgeting, in the planning of projects, 
and the allocation of funds. The overall function of the ward committee is to 
represent the ward, working towards sustainable service delivery, social and 
economic development and the health and safety of citizens. Ward committees 
were included in the legislation as a way of providing an opportunity for 
communities to be heard at local government level in a structured and 
institutionalised way. Ward committees are the institutionalised structures 
with the exclusive task to narrow the gap between local municipalities and 
communities, since ward committees are better able to understand the problems 
and needs of citizens and the communities they represent (Esau 2007:14).
More specifi cally the ward committee members have to be able to represent 
the needs of the community to such an extent that they can at least infl uence 
council planning, participate in the local government developmental programme 
and be involved in drawing up the budget. They should help the council to 
conduct public participation in the areas of the IDP and the development of 
policy (municipal by-laws). Furthermore ward committees should also be able 
to monitor and oversee service delivery in communities (Esau 2007:13–14). It is 
quite clear that this is not happening on a wide scale. The reasons for this are 
multifaceted and complicated.
Assessments of municipalities undertaken country wide by COGTA (COGTA 
2009:10) showed that the reasons for the malfunctioning of local government is 
locked up in:
 ● tensions between the political and administrative interface;
 ● poor ability of many councillors to deal with the demands of local 
government;
 ● insuffi cient separation of powers between political parties and municipal 
councils;
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 ● lack of clear separation between the legislative and executive;
 ● inadequate accountability measures and support systems and resources for 
local democracy; and
 ● poor compliance with the legislative and regulatory frameworks for 
municipalities (COGTA 2009:10).
According to Smith (2008:11) a useful starting point to address these issues 
is to identify the most serious factors impacting on the effective functioning 
of ward committees. The following issues were identifi ed by him namely: the 
representation of community members, the limitation of power, lack of skilled 
committee members, access to information and resources, legislation and policy 
and party politics.
Representation of ward committees
An important objective for democratic governance is to ensure that the 
representation on ward committees is derived from an inclusive nomination 
and election process. Ward committee members should strive to at all times 
represent the community they serve. From the literature review it is fi rst clear 
that the main focus of both the ward committee members and the public 
offi cials should be on partnership building and more specifi cally on the building 
of a participative democracy. As Hilhorst and Guijt (2006:15) state: “Smooth 
partnerships are essential for effi ciency, to avoid duplication and prevent gaps. 
However, this is easier said than done. In a multi-stakeholder setting, being 
clear on responsibilities and quality standards, sharing information, undertaking 
joint analysis, and honouring agreements is often a challenge”.
This calls for shared knowledge, and critical refl exive thinking between all 
stakeholders. Therefore participation in ward committees should be meaningful 
to local stakeholders, including marginalised groups. The partnerships among 
public offi cials should be continuously strengthened through dialogue, 
refl exivity, joint actions and the mutual benefi ts they share. The partners should 
be committed to the joint decisions taken and the strategy to implement these 
decisions. A two way communication channel is needed, where knowledge, 
information and regular feedback is provided by public offi cials, and where 
committee members will feel free to share their feelings, aspirations, experiences 
and the service related problems people at grassroots level experience.
The establishment of ward committees remains a diffi cult issue. One of 
the most diffi cult problems the election of ward committee members poses is 
that there are many interest groups that could form part of a local government 
structure. According to the The Local Government: Municipal Structures Act 
of 1998 there can be a maximum of ten members in a ward committee. This 
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problem could be addressed by ex-offi cio representation as wards are made 
up of citizens of different parties. If ward committees are seen to be controlled 
by a single party, interest groups and individuals aligned to other parties will 
not feel inclined to participate (dplg and GTZ 2005 A:41). The State of Local 
Governance Report revealed that party politics accompanied by greed and a 
general lack of values, principles and ethics, contributed signifi cantly to the 
progressive deterioration of municipal functionality. Unfortunately there are 
many offi cials and public representatives for whom public service is not a 
concern and they are only interested in self-enrichment.
Limitation of power
The limitation of power is legislatively imposed on ward committees by means of 
the The Local Government: Municipal Structures Act of 1998. This act confi nes 
the powers of ward committees to that of communication and mobilisation, 
providing advice and acting as a support system to ward councillors. Although 
the Act makes provision for municipalities to delegate certain powers and duties 
to ward committees, according to Smith (2008:14) only a few municipalities 
have done this in any meaningful way. The role of ward committees to monitor 
the performance of ward councillors as independent civil structures is another 
diffi cult issue. Not only is this role not properly defi ned but on the whole ward 
councillors resist being evaluated by ward committees (Smith 2008:14).
One of the most important tests of the effectiveness of ward committees 
is their impact on municipal decision-making. In this regard research suggests 
that ward committees in general have no signifi cant infl uence on the decisions 
made by council (Smith 2008:16). The community members, although on the 
whole supportive of the idea of participation, expressed a feeling of being tired 
of being used as rubber stamps without real power. Their experience of public 
participation was almost entirely limited to izimbizo gatherings.
Some assessments showed that many ward councillors do not bother to 
attend ward committee meetings and even if they do ward committee issues 
are often not prioritised in council meetings. Furthermore ward committees 
are often poorly resourced and may therefore not meet the expectations of 
residents. There is as a rule not a good relationship between ward committees, 
Community Development Workers (CDWs) and councils. The extent of the 
reported tensions between these parties are of such a nature that it often 
undermines the functionality of ward committees and may be one of the 
contributory factors in the escalation of community protests. The State of Local 
Government Report of 2009 explains the situation as follows: “Assessments 
revealed that party political factionalism and polarisation of interests over 
the last few years, and the subsequent creation of new political alliances and 
Administratio Publica | Vol 21 No 3 September 201352
elites, have indeed contributed to the progressive deterioration of municipal 
functionality. Evidence has been collected to dramatically illustrate how the 
political/administrative interface has resulted in factionalism on a scale that, in 
some areas, it is akin to a battle over access to state resources rather than any 
ideological or policy differences. The lack of values, principles or ethics in these 
cases, indicates that there are offi cials and public representatives for whom 
public service is not a concern, but accruing wealth at the expense of poor 
communities is their priority” (COGTA 2009A:10).
An additional concern is that municipalities with traditional leaders in their 
areas of jurisdiction, as a rule reported a poor working relationship between 
themselves and these leaders (COGTA 2009A:17).
Lack of skills
According to Smith (2008:14) the effectiveness of ward committees is 
considerably jeopardised by the levels of education, skills and expertise of 
ward committee members. He further states that a skills audit of 373 ward 
committee members in the Nelson Mandela Bay Metropolitan Municipality 
carried out by the Project for Confl ict Resolution and Development (Bendle 
2008), found that only 34 of the members (9%) had any post-matric training 
or qualifi cation and 59 members (16%) did not have matric. It should be noted 
that this study refl ects the situation in a metropolitan municipality, therefore it 
could be expected that the situation in rural municipalities is far worse. This 
low level of education makes it diffi cult for committee members to understand, 
interpret and fulfi l their role. The need for capacity building and training 
enabling active community participation, is widely recognised and emphasised 
by the National Framework: Guidelines for provinces and municipalities in the 
implementation of the ward funding model (2009:21) and legislation such as 
the Municipal Structures Act of 1998 and the Municipal Systems Act of 2000 
(Republic of South Africa 2000).
Lack of timeous information and resources
Lack of communication or poor communication between the municipality 
and the ward committees is detrimental to any meaningful participation in 
municipal processes.
The ability of ward committees to function effectively is constrained by poor 
municipal communication strategies and a lack of accessible information and 
resources at ward level. This is particularly true in relation to municipal planning 
processes such as the IDP and the municipal budget. If targets and indicators 
for development and budgeted allocations were not made known and were not 
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properly explained ward committees could hardly make any input or be held 
accountable (Smith 2009:21).
Legislation and policy formulation
In general the implementation of laws is a slow process after the law has been 
promulgated. Up to now there is still only a draft national policy on public 
participation. This is the situation despite the commitment in the Constitution 
(Republic of South Africa 1996) and the Municipal Systems Act of 2000 to 
develop a culture of participatory governance. Laws and policy related to public 
participation through ward committees or any other civic structures therefore 
had only limited success as participation is limited to consultation, rather than 
formal empowerment of citizens in political decision making. There is currently 
no direct guideline regarding the responsibility of citizens to participate in formal 
local government structures; hence public participation is not entrenched in 
our country.
What is worse is that the opportunities created for public participation, 
whether through ward committees or public meetings, are only making 
provision for public consultation and not actual participation of civil society 
in decision-making or implementation. The law makes it very clear that 
decision-making power resides with municipal councillors and responsibility 
for implementation remains with these offi cials. However, the empowerment of 
ward committees to be able to fulfi l their functions and to act as a catalyst for 
community development, demands standardised, direct, extensive, interceptive 
and creative action from local government. The support of local government for 
ward committees cannot be built on promises and the discretion of individual 
municipalities. In the next section an effort will be made to look at the obstacles 
impacting on the functioning of ward committees in more detail and to lay 
down some recommendations for a local government structure that could 
enable the development of citizen participation.
AN ENVIRONMENT ENABLING THE PARTICIPATION OF 
CITIZENS AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Laws and policies should be realised through formal participatory processes 
and structures in local governance. Contrary to informal participation there is 
structured participation, which entails the formal establishment of citizen bodies. 
These bodies e.g. ward committees have defi ned roles and responsibilities. 
The members of ward committees are chosen by local government structures 
or by some other formal process. Ward committees are the key institutional 
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mechanisms intended to extend the roles of the elected ward councillors by 
creating a link between communities and local government. It is quite obvious 
from the previous section that this goal is not being reached. The root of the 
problem lies in the fact that ward committees do not have the legal mandate to 
fulfi l these functions and also do not have the capacity to do so.
Ward committees should enhance the participation of residents in a ward to 
democratic decision-making processes. Ward committees have a non-political 
and advisory status and are established in terms of section 73 of the Local 
Government: Municipal Structures Act of 1998, and they consist of the councillor 
representing that ward in the council, who must also be the chairperson of 
the committee, and not more than 10 other persons. The Local Government: 
Municipal Structures Act of 1998 emphasises that (i) ward committee members 
be representative of the community and have knowledge and understanding 
of the particular needs of the community; and (ii) the committee consist of 
the widest possible range of interest groups in the ward (Esau 2007:13). Ward 
committees have direct communication lines to the ward councillor and the 
community they serve. Such a committee may make recommendations on any 
matter affecting the ward to the ward and the councillor.
In this regard committees have an important role to play in actively 
taking part and determining core municipal processes, such as the Integrated 
Development Planning, municipal budgeting and municipal performance 
management processes. The main role of the ward committee is to facilitate 
the participation of citizens in decisions affecting their wards and to make 
recommendations on any matter affecting the ward to the ward councillor, or 
through the ward councillor to the council through the sub-council. The ward 
committee also needs to create an awareness of and sensitivity to community 
needs by identifying and reporting on it (Esau 2007:13–14).
More specifi cally the ward committee members have to be able to represent 
the needs of the community to such an extent that they can at least infl uence 
council planning, participate in the local government developmental programme 
and be involved in drawing up the budget. They should help the council to 
conduct public participation in the areas of the IDP and the development of 
policy (municipal by-laws). Furthermore ward committees should also be able 
to monitor and oversee service delivery in communities (Esau 2007:13–14).
“An important element of the current local government system is the 
promotion of local democracy in municipal governance. Public participation 
is an integral part of local democracy and a legislative requirement for the 
local community to be drawn into the municipal planning processes through 
inter alia: Integrated Development Planning (IDP), budgeting, performance 
management and ward committees. Although the old South African local 
government system did not have an extensive history in ensuring a culture of 
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actively engaging communities in local government developmental programme, 
the IDP under a developmental local government (DLG) presents a framework 
through which such a culture can be established. The ward committees, in 
particular, are expected to play a critical role in linking community needs with 
the municipal integrated planning processes” (Ngqele 2010:22).
However, because the ward committee can only operate in an advisory 
capacity the question is whether it is possible for these committees to 
perform these functions. It should be clearly understood that operating in an 
advisory capacity means that no decision made in a ward committee meeting 
is binding on the ward councillor or has legal powers in terms of council 
decisions. The decisive legal power in a municipality rests with formal council 
meetings and binding decisions can only be made there (Ngqele 2010:23). 
Ward committees may have certain powers and functions delegated to them 
by the municipal council and thus acquire more power to act. The problem 
is that structured participatory bodies such as ward committees can only be 
effective when they are seen as legitimate structures by community members 
(Bekker 2004:46).
This situation makes it extremely diffi cult for ward committees to function as 
they should, since community members may see them as puppets of the council 
who are not able to deliver service improvement and/or social and economic 
development. In fact many questions are asked about the effectiveness of ward 
committees as a mechanism for community involvement in local governance. 
More specifi cally whether ward committees as spaces created for formal 
public participation are capable of playing a critical role in this regard (Smith 
2008:4). According to Smith (2008:4) scholars tend to think that although ward 
committees could play an important role in being the ‘voice’ of communities, 
most committees in the country are not functioning as intended and have in 
fact done more harm by displacing other existing formal channels such as 
resident organisations. In this sense rather than enhancing the environment of 
participatory governance, ward committees have actually undermined it by 
displacing many other former channels for public participation. The question is 
whether this failure is due to a lack of functioning of ward committees because 
of capacity and resource issues, or whether there are more fundamental issues 
related to legitimacy, lack of legal power and power struggles with ward 
councillors or public offi cials and decision-making processes in municipalities 
(Smith 2008:5).
In an effort to meet the needs of communities more effectively, national 
government made a study of the obstacles that have a negative impact on the 
delivery of services as well as the growth and development of municipalities 
in general. Apart from the problem that ward committees have regarding the 
lack of municipal leadership, resources and legitimacy, and legal power, a 
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number of other persistent service delivery and governance problems affecting 
ward committees have also been identifi ed as priority areas (COGTA 2009A:4). 
These include:
 ● insuffi cient separation of powers between political parties and municipal 
councils;
 ● problems with political appointments in municipalities;
 ● poor compliance with the legislative and regulatory frameworks for 
municipalities;
 ● poor organisational capacity and more specifi cally poor ability of many 
councillors to deal with the demands of communities and ward committees;
 ● poor communication and poor relationships between communities and local 
government;
 ● poor fi nancial management, e.g. negative audit opinions;
 ● inadequate accountability measures and support systems and resources for 
local democracy;
 ● bad governance practices and corruption and fraud;
 ● lack of relevant policies and programmes for community development;
 ● a serious backlog in service delivery to communities e.g. housing, water and 
sanitation leading to escalating unhappiness and loss of trust in government 
and culminating in more violent protests;
 ● inadequate staffi ng and systems;
 ● inability to plan and budget;
 ● service delivery protests;
 ● weak civil society formations to represent the various sectors in communities; 
and
 ● insuffi cient capacity of both the public offi cials and community leaders to 
fulfi l their respective roles due to a lack of skills (COGTA 2009A:4).
From evidence gathered from the The State of Local Government Report of 
2009 (COGTA 2009A) “… it is clear that much of local government is indeed 
in distress, and that this state of affairs has become deeply-rooted within our 
system” (COGTA 2009A:4). A growing number of municipalities are unable to 
deliver effective services and are confronted by escalating community protests 
(COGTA 2009A:23). It stands to reason that the above state of affairs needs to 
be urgently addressed. This report (COGTA 2009A) resulted in the development 
of the Local Government Turnaround Strategy (LGTAS), published in November 
2009.  The LGTAS was tasked to develop strategic objectives to guide necessary 
actions and support the ward committee framework. Five strategic objectives 
were identifi ed as the key drivers to rebuild a functional, responsive, effective, 
effi cient, and accountable, developmental local government system (COGTA 
2009B:10):
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 ● Ensure that municipalities meet the basic service needs of communities.
 ● Build clean, effective, effi cient, responsive and accountable local 
government.
 ● Improve performance and professionalism in municipalities.
 ● Improve national and provincial policy, oversight and support.
 ● Strengthen partnerships between local government, communities and civil 
society (COGTA 2009B:10).
This is in line with the objective of ensuring that communities own the process 
of development and that the people are enabled to make a meaningful 
contribution to their own development. Community participation should be 
a learning process where people really participate and not some once-off 
training sessions. Participation does not refer to some artifi cial involvement of 
communities but to the involvement of citizens right from the start of a project 
and over a period of time. The right of people to think, discuss and make 
decisions on matters affecting them should be acknowledged as a prerequisite 
for development (Ngele 2005:25).
For more effective fulfi lment of their duties, enablement structures, 
procedures and strategies supported by the leadership, implemented by 
management and monitored by those charged with governance, are required. 
A system of monitoring and evaluation allowing for the systematic gathering 
of credible data supporting the implementation of strategies and programmes 
should be put in place. This evaluation system should be driven by a detailed 
set of indicators to measure performance. It is clear from the above that the 
root of the problem lies in political control and poor institutional management 
and governance, lack of compliance to policy and law, service delivery 
failures, lack of capacity and performance, and the inability of municipalities 
to be fi nancially viable and sustainable. It is primarily against these problems 
and the constitutional specifi cations that indicators for the measurement of the 
effectiveness of municipal performance should be developed and assessed 
(COGTA 2009A:9).
Government sees the Turn-Around Strategy as an unique opportunity, to 
together with civil society partners and stakeholders, turn the current situation 
around and take a new direction to develop internal and external enabling 
environments that could shape local government to meet the vision for 
functional, responsive, effi cient, effective municipalities set by the Constitution 
(Republic of South Africa 1996) (COGTA 2009A:75).
The strategy to follow aims to:
 ● mobilise people to become active in their own development;
 ● coordinate activities, initiatives and resources especially fi nances; and
 ● establish a partnership between the public and the private sector.
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More specifi cally ward committees should:
 ● participate in activities that develop their communities;
 ● support, promote and monitor IDPs;
 ● be involved in the performance management system and the monitoring 
and review of its performance, including the outcomes and impact of such 
performance;
 ● be involved in the preparation of budgets;
 ● be empowered to plan, design, implement and evaluate programmes;
foster real partnerships with a wide range of partners in development; and
 ● address economic and social development in a systematic and sustained way 
(Esau 2007:18).
However as previously stated, to achieve the above aims local government 
should function in an enabling environment. According to the Constitution of 
1996 (Republic of South Africa 1996) municipalities are obliged to develop 
an enabling model for participatory democracy in local government. A shift 
should take place from the dependency model within which government is 
expected to do everything for communities, to the community empowerment 
model, within which communities do things for themselves. The problem is that 
Public Service is still operating within an over-centralised, hierarchical, rule-
bound dependency framework that discourages partnership building between 
government and communities and the empowerment of citizens to participate 
in their own development. The core of the current system therefore still involves 
an elitist democracy where society is used to getting rational feedback from 
government and good governance without taking part in the process.
What is worsening “the situation even further is that community leaders and 
politicians on local government level encourage this helplessness of community 
members because the best way to attract resources is not to show how self-
reliant the community has become but how needy the community members 
are and how serious the problems are that they are experiencing” (Mathie 
and Cunningham 2002). This needs-based approach can potentially have 
devastating consequences if people start to believe what their leaders are saying 
and begin to see themselves as incapable of taking charge of their lives and of 
the community (Mathie and Cunningham 2002).
One of the main challenges of government is to deal with complex social 
systems and the interaction of a wide (and often changing) variety of actors 
with different values, interests, and motives. This problem could be addressed 
by means of partnership building between community members and local 
government. In fact building a partnership between local government and 
civil society has become a key principle in achieving the goals set for a more 
effective and accountable local governance system (The Presidency 2009:1).
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The South African Government and people pride themselves in the belief that 
we are a participative democracy operating on the principles of government for 
the people by the people. What is needed now is a mind shift among public 
offi cials and citizens alike to enable empowerment and self-determination of 
communities such as that needed by a participative democracy promulgated by 
Agenda 21 (Department of Public Service and Administration 2003:12). It is clear 
that government has committed itself to instituting improved implementation 
of local government development programmes in the country. The attempt to 
introduce participatory and direct democracy is evident in the planning processes 
and policy formulation of government structures. A lot more effort needs to be 
expended on the promotion of public participation in municipal processes as 
well as in the facilitation of more transparent and accountable governance.
If Hanberger’s (2006) democratic orientations are taken as a point of 
departure then a participative democracy like ours mostly needs a participative 
development and evaluation strategy (such as participatory action research) 
fostering empowerment and self-determination of citizens. In fact, in terms 
of sustainable public governance the importance of empowerment and self-
determinism cannot be overstressed.
“Participatory Action Research (PAR) therefore offers a vehicle for local 
authorities to ensure that communities have a genuine infl uence on 
decision making in a way that is constructive and in line with the local 
authorities’ goals, objectives and budgets” (Aimers 2000 in Silima 2013:78).
Because the overall goal of the ward committee is to work towards achieving 
the vision of local governance as set out in the Constitution (Republic of South 
Africa 1996) and to enhance participatory democracy in local government, 
committee members involved could be trained to take the lead in facilitating 
and coordinating community development together with other role players at 
local government level. In fact, they are ideally suited to, in collaboration with 
communities, bring together all the relevant sectors (e.g. social work, health, 
justice, education, youth, women, etc.) with a view to establish forums and 
develop integrated, multi-sectoral programmes. In this way the ward committees 
will not only provide an opportunity for government to communicate its action 
programme and the progress being made directly to the people and to highlight 
their concerns and grievances about the lack of quality services experienced, 
but it could promote real participation of the public in community development 
programmes aimed at improving their lives.
Therefore ward committees could help to build community capacity by 
creating awareness of neighbourhood strengths and weaknesses, strengthening 
neighbourhood service networks and forming relationships between lay and 
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professional service networks and the public and private sector. In this way the 
participatory action research methodology could provide government offi cials 
with a powerful tool needed to facilitate primary prevention of social problems 
and for the development of community programmes that could enhance the 
quality of life of community members.
CONCLUSION
The problems faced by the South African local government are therefore well 
known. Up to now various laws and policies as well as support programmes 
aimed at rectifying the situation have been developed without success. 
National government has recently (2012) taken more serious steps to provide 
an enabling environment for the effective functioning of local government and 
more specifi cally ward committees. Ward committees are seen as the core of 
a democratic and accountable local government. Provided that they function 
in an enabling environment and are structured, standardised and legalised 
(dplg 2009B:5, ward committees could be utilised to mobilise communities to 
become active partners of local government and to help council to become 
truly responsive to the needs of the community members.
In this regard Participatory Action Research could play a signifi cant role 
in facilitating a culture of public service where both local government and 
citizens take responsibility for the provision of effective and sustainable services 
to communities, social and economic development and a safe and healthy 
environment. PAR could thus be the instrument to reach the dream as set out in 
the Constitution (Republic of South Africa 1996) of a participatory democracy.
NOTE
1 The article is partly based on the unpublished MA dissertation completed at the University 
of Johannesburg of Silima, T. 2013. The Role of Ward Committees in the development 
of Participative Governance. Unpublished MA Dissertation. Johannesburg: University of 
Johannesburg.
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